
But What Does It All Mean? 
Key Concepts for Getting the Most 

Out of Your Assessments 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This presentation is designed for you, as program-level or center-level managers, to help you get the most out of the information you collect during child assessments. Though some of the concepts we cover may be useful for evaluating your program—conducting what we might call summative evaluation or assessment—we are focused here entirely on assessment for the purpose of planning for your programs and classrooms or what we would call formative assessment. As you might be able to guess from the word “formative,” this type of assessment is about using information collected to inform and improve program practice. Summative evaluation, on the other hand, comes at the end of a program: it sums up what has been accomplished. As a manager, you oversee child assessments in your classrooms throughout the Head Start year. My question for all of you is: Why do we assess children? What do we gain or potentially gain from conducting assessments?[*Note to presenter: Give participants a few moments to brainstorm. When you move to the next slide, point out what they did and did not cover from the list in the presentation.]



Why Do We Assess? 

z Improve children’s learning 
– Meet the needs of children who are 

struggling 
– Challenge children who are excelling 

z Identify key challenges in our classrooms 
z Figure out what resources we need 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
You are constantly collecting information about children, families, and your classrooms. For example, you assess children’s development throughout the year. You take attendance each day. You keep track of information about children’s families. Assessment is one of the most valuable tools that you and the teachers in your program can use to fulfill the mission of your program. First and foremost, the information collected helps improve children’s learning. By looking at the results of assessments, for example, you can devise new methods to meet the needs of children who are struggling, or to challenge the children who are excelling. Second, information gathered through assessments can help you identify the key challenges in your classrooms so that you can develop strategies to address them.Finally, as program leaders, the information you gather can be particularly important for determining how to best use resources or what additional resources may be needed to support children, families, and teachers.



Presenter
Presentation Notes
In other words, the real reason to assess is the children in your classrooms. By clearly identifying their strengths and needs through assessment, we can support their development in the best way possible.



	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

Objectives 

z Understand key assessment concepts 
1.	 Data 
2.	 Data quality 
3.	 Mean scores 
4.	 Distribution of scores 
5.	 Normal curve 
6.	 Growth over time 

z Feel empowered to communicate about 
your program 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
In this presentation, we have two primary objectives that focus on helping you get the most out of assessment: First, we’ll focus on understanding key concepts related to assessment. As you can see on the slide, the six key concepts we’ll cover include data, data quality, mean scores, distributions of scores, the normal curve, and growth over time. These terms are used in all kinds of research, including assessment, and capture some of the key things we need to learn from conducting child assessments. You and your teachers work very hard to collect information about the children; it is important to work equally hard to make sure you understand it so that you can use it accurately.As is clear on the screen, our second objective is to allow you to walk away feeling empowered and ready to communicate about your program.As a Head Start manager, your job is challenging, complex, and rewarding. You’re faced with making decisions each day that shape the development of the children in your program. Not only that, you work in a context where other people who care deeply about your program—policymakers, federal staff, and others—make decisions about the resources and priorities for your program. The information in this presentation is intended to empower you to make the best decisions for the children in your programs and to take part in the discussions that shape your program’s priorities. Knowing a handful of key research/assessment concepts will allow you and other interested staff to take part in discussions at the local, regional, and national levels that focus on describing the needs of and setting priorities for Head Start programs. By effectively communicating about your program, you deepen others’ investment in its importance and success. 



Additional Resources 

z Getting Ready to Get the Most out of Your
Child Assessments 
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Presentation Notes
I would also like to point you to another resource in the Learning from Assessment Toolkit, a second presentation aimed at directors and managers like yourselves, that has a similar set of goals: Getting Ready to Get the Most out of Your Child Assessments. This second presentation aims to provide you, as Head Start program managers, with some important information about collecting and using child assessments: how to organize for them, how to prepare teachers to collect and use assessments in their classrooms, and how to interpret information gathered during assessments to better understand children in your programs. It is designed to complement the topics we will discuss in this session today and has only limited overlapping information.So let’s jump right in with our first concept: data.



Key Concept 1: Data 

z Data = Information you collect about
children, families, and classrooms 
– Information on children’s progress for 

reporting purposes 
– Ongoing observational assessments 
– Attendance records 
– Information about families 
– Etc. 

z In other words, any information you can use
to improve child learning! 
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Presentation Notes
For those of you who have seen the other presentation I mentioned, the first couple of concepts we address may sound somewhat familiar. Just so we all begin on the same page, I’d like to review them once again. Please share any thoughts you have on these topics. What are data? “Data” refers to all of the information that you collect about children, families, and classrooms. They include the information you collect on children’s progress for reporting purposes. They include information from ongoing observational assessments. For the purposes of improving student learning, data also go beyond what you collect by doing assessments. They include attendance records, information you get from families like the child’s birthday or the language they speak at home, and so much more. In other words, data include any information you have that you can use to help the children in your program grow and thrive. From this point on in the presentation, I’m going to refer to information from assessments and other relevant sources as “data.” When it comes to data, there is an important system that needs to be put together: a system for assuring data quality. 



Key Concept 2: Data Quality 

z The birth date problem: 
– The birth year on record would mean the child

is 12 
– Parent says birthday is different than what is

in your records 
– Two different birth dates recorded for one 

child 

z Quality data avoids the birth date problem. It is: 
– Correct 
– Complete 
– Consistent 
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Presentation Notes
So what do we mean when we talk about data quality?Have you ever opened up the files where you keep information about the children in your program/center and noticed that the birth years just seem wrong? Or that a parent tells the teacher a particular day is the child’s birthday, but your records indicate something else? Or that you have two different birthdays recorded for one child? These questions all get at aspects of data quality. If we think about each problem, we can see that quality data is:Correct—you’ve recorded accurate information;Complete—you haven’t left out important characteristics; andConsistent—what you record in one place, you record in every place. Keep in mind that data quality is not just an issue for birth dates. It matters for all of the data you collect. For example, have you ever looked at the results of a teacher’s assessment and noticed that all of the children in the classroom score at the highest possible level? Or at the lowest possible level? Results like these might make you concerned about data quality. Scoring patterns like these are quite possible in assessments that address behavior, but they are less common when measuring outcomes like language, literacy, or mathematics. The data may be incorrect if the teacher is not trained well on how to use the assessment tool or made a mistake in recording the results. It might turn out that the data are correct, but it is good to check if this is the case. 



Data Quality: Validity 

z Tool has validity when it actually measures
the area it is supposed to measure. 
– Example: Language assessment for a child 

with high verbal skills 
� If child is shy, may not respond to 

unfamiliar assessor/rater 
�Low scores would reflect social 

development rather than language 
– Ask, “Am I measuring what I think I’m

measuring?” 
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Presentation Notes
There are two important concepts that we need to address that are related to data quality: validity and reliability. Both concepts highlight the fact that if you want to gather quality assessment data, you need to use quality assessment tools and use them well. Let’s start with validity. Have you ever used a method for assessing children’s language development and come up with results that you feel do not truly reflect children’s abilities? This situation may reflect a problem with validity. An assessment tool has validity when it actually measures what it is supposed to measure. Think about a child in your class who has high verbal skills but is quite shy. If this child’s language abilities are assessed by someone who is unfamiliar to her, or in a new type of situation, she may score quite low. In this case, you’d be measuring social development rather than language ability. Problems with validity may also occur for reasons other than problems with how the assessment situation has been set up. For example, the questions in your assessment might be inappropriate for capturing language ability. If you ask a child a series of questions about story and print concepts, you will not learn about what words he or she does or does not know. 



Data Quality: Reliability 
z An assessment tool is reliable if it provides

consistent, dependable information. 
– Inter-rater reliability: The assessment

leads different assessors/raters to the
same conclusion. 

– Internal consistency: Items in the same 
tool all measure the same area of learning
and development. 

– Test-retest reliability: If the assessment 
were repeated in a very short period of
time, you would get the same outcome. 
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Presentation Notes
Let’s move to our second concept: reliability. What about reliability? Reliability reflects the ability of an assessment tool to measure whatever it is measuring well. In particular, it refers to whether your assessment tool provides consistent, dependable information each time it is used. There are a number of different ways that we can define reliability: First, we say an assessment tool is reliable if it would lead different assessors or raters to draw the same conclusion about a child. This is referred to as inter-rater reliability. Notice that this first kind of reliability relies on more than just the assessment being used; the people using the instrument must also be interpreting information in a consistent, correct manner. Second, an assessment tool is reliable only if all of the items that are included in it measure the same area of learning or development. This is referred to as internal consistency. Finally, a reliable assessment would give you the same outcome (the same information about a child’s development) if you were to repeat it a second time in a very short period of time . . . a period short enough that the child would not yet have had an opportunity to dramatically grow or change. This is referred to as test-retest reliability. 



Data Quality: Using the Right Tools 

z Assessments should be valid AND reliable. 

z For assessment systems purchased or that come 
with a curriculum, publishers usually report validity 
and reliability in a manual. 

z For ongoing, observational assessments, ask 
yourself: 
– Am I measuring what I want to measure? 
– Am I measuring it well? 

z Consult with experts. 
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Presentation Notes
So when you’re looking for an assessment tool, you want it to be both valid and reliable. There are many methods for measuring validity and reliability. For assessment systems that you purchase or that come with your curriculum, publishers usually provide information on validity and reliability in their materials. For your ongoing, observational assessments, it is useful to take a step back from the assessment process and ask yourself if you feel you’re measuring what you really want to measure (is what you’re doing valid?) and if you are measuring it well (are you measuring reliably?). You can also consult others, such as experts in child development or assessment, about the strength of the evidence (the assessment information) you are collecting and how you might improve the reliability and validity of the evidence.To learn more about these topics, you can refer to the annotated bibliography in the Learning from Assessment Toolkit. 



Tips for Assuring Data Quality 
z Train (new) teachers in: 

– Your program’s methods for recording important 
information (e.g., birth dates) 

– Recording information in assessments 
– Interpreting assessment results 

z When reviewing data, look for odd patterns. 

z Ask questions such as: 
– Do I believe the results? 
– Is there enough information for different teachers to come to 

the same conclusion? 

z Select assessments with a record of validity and reliability for 
children like those in your program (check the manual!). 
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Presentation Notes
Before we move on from data quality, let’s talk about a few things you can do to assure you have it. [READ SLIDE]I want to focus for a moment on this last point on the slide. A little later in the presentation, we’ll talk about how developers use samples of children to develop and test their assessments. Just like your classrooms, these development samples can be quite diverse in terms of characteristics like race or ethnicity, their home languages, or the level of resources their families have. When you look at the manual, make sure that the sample used for developing the tool and providing evidence of validity and reliability includes children like those in your classrooms.We have our data, and we have some way of deciding whether it is of good or poor quality. Now we need to get ready to review and analyze it. That begins with understanding a few key concepts. Let’s jump right in with averages.



  

  
  

Key Concept 3: Averages 
z Average = sum of scores divided by the

number of scores you have. 
– Also referred to as the “mean” 

z Example: Class of 10 children 
– How many number words from one to ten do they 

know, on average? 

Child Abby Ryan Jose Julia Mike Sui Cali Kyle Anna Kim 
Score  8  9  10  10  7   6  8  5  9  10  

Sum of scores = 8 + 9 + 10 + 10 + 7 + 6 + 8 + 5 + 9 + 10 = 82  
Average = sum of scores divided by number of children = 82 / 10 = 8.2  
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Presentation Notes
You may already be using the concept of an average in your program as you look at how children perform at the classroom or program/center level. To be sure we’re all on the same page, let’s review the definition. The average is simply equal to the sum of scores divided by the number of scores you have. Sometimes you will hear the average referred to as “the mean.” Let’s walk through an example. Say you have a class with 10 children, and you assess their knowledge of number words from one through ten. The class average is simply the sum of all the children’s scores divided by the number of children. The table shows you how many number words each child knows. Jose, Julia, and Kim all know all 10 words. Kyle and Sui seem to be having the most trouble with number words—they score only 5 or 6 points each. But how does the class do on average?As you can see below the scores, our sum of scores is 82. By dividing 82 by 10—the number of children in the class—we find our average of 8.2 points. 



Using Average Scores 

z Compare
classrooms, 
programs or centers 

z For example,
children in Class C 
may need more
support for learning
number words than 
children in A or B 
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Presentation Notes
Averages are useful for comparing whole classrooms, programs, or centers and thinking about the different kinds of supports each may need. In this chart, we show you the average scores for three different classes. The numbers going up and down on the left side of the graph (on what is called the vertical axis) show you how the classes scored. Each class has its own bar, with the height of the bar indicating what score that class reached. For example, we see that children in Class C know fewer number words than children in Classes A or B on average; Class C has the shortest bar (it only reaches up to the 6-point level). A manager might want to make sure the teacher in Class C has the resources and the ideas necessary for teaching children number words. Perhaps the children in classes A and B are ready to work toward counting up to 20. 



Averages at Higher Levels 

z Examine 
distributions of 
scores at the class, 
program, or center
level. 

14 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The only difference between this chart and the chart we just looked at is that I’ve added a line indicating the average (notice the purple line stretching across the three bars. To calculate the average across the three classes, I added together the three class averages and divided by three. In this case, we see that Class A and Class B score above the average while Class C scores below the average. Looking at averages helps us identify classes that may need more attention or support in certain areas. 



Key Concept 4: 
Distribution of Scores 

Class A (5 children) Class B (5 children) 
Alyssa 4 Maria 1 
Derek 5 John 2 
Roberto 6 Angela 9 
Juliana 5 Seth 8 
Kevin 5 Jacob 5 
Average = 5 Average = 5 

z Distribution of scores = how spread out around the 
average a group of scores are. 

z Class A: Children perform at similar levels. 
z Class B: Some children excel and others struggle. 
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Presentation Notes
While averages are extremely useful and important, especially for comparing whole groups of children or an individual child with a group of children, averages cannot tell you the whole story. To get the full story, you also need to look at the distribution of scores around the average; in other words, how individual scores are spread out around the average. Who scores above the average? Who scores below the average? And how many points separate those scores? To get a better sense of what this concept means, let’s look at an example of how children perform on our number-naming task in two different classes. Once again, the top possible score is 10. You can see the scores for each class in this table. As you can see in the bottom row, in both classes, the average score is 5. So at the average level, the two classes look very similar. However, if you look at the distribution of scores across all the students, the classes look quite different. Let’s begin with Class A. In this class, the scores are not very spread out—in other words, they are not very distributed. The children score at the average of 5 points, as in the case of Derek, Juliana, and Kevin; or within one point of the average, as in the case of Alyssa and Roberto. When the teacher plans the next part of this unit, he or she may think that all of the children need similar amounts of help. What about Class B? In this case, the scores are far more spread out/distributed around the average. Maria and John score many points below the average. Seth and Angela score many points above the average. Jacob scores at the average. When Class B’s teacher is planning instruction, he or she may have to adjust activities to respond to how each child is performing in this activity. Perhaps Seth and Angela, who scored near the top of the distribution, will need to be challenged with tasks that allow them to learn and use number words up to 20. Being at the average, Jacob may benefit from playing number games with Seth and Angela. Perhaps Maria and John need a little extra help from the teacher. On the other hand, they may simply need more help understanding what they are supposed to do in the number-naming activity. If we had only looked at the average, we would not have gotten a sense of the different learning needs in these two classes. 



  

Number of 
children 
receiving 
each score 

Picturing the Distribution 

Possible scores on the number-naming task  
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Presentation Notes
Sometimes it is difficult to look at a set of numbers and figure out what kind of distribution you have. It can help to put the information in a picture or graph. This slide shows you a special kind of graph, called a histogram, for each class that you saw in the table on the previous slide. A histogram is simply a picture of a distribution of scores. Looking across the bottom of the graphs, you see the numbers 1 through 10; these numbers represent all the scores children could have received on the number-naming task. If you look on the left-hand side of each graph, you see numbers that represent how many children earned each particular score. The height of each bar in the graph tells you how many children received a particular score.[Note to presenter: When you’re explaining how to read the graph for Class A (see below), try to point to the relevant spots on the graph so the participants can follow along. To get participants involved, perhaps ask them to identify the number of children in each class receiving a certain score rather than telling them]. For example, if you look at the bar over the number “4” in the graph for Class A, we see that one child received a score of “4” by comparing the height of the bar to the numbers on the left-hand side of the graph. If you move to the next bar, over the number “5,” you’ll see that three children received this score. If you look at all three bars for Class A, you can see that all the children’s scores were rather close together.[Note to presenter: Perhaps ask participants to explain what the bars in the graph for Class B tell you. After giving participants a chance to discuss the second graph, state:]As we can see in the histogram for Class B, the scores are spread out and only one child receives each score.Looking at these graphs leads to the same conclusion as looking at the numbers in the previous slide: When Class A’s teacher plans the next part of this unit, he or she may think that all of the children need similar amounts of help. In Class B, on the other hand, the teacher may have to adjust activities to respond to how each child is performing.We’re now ready to move to our fifth key concept: the normal curve. The normal curve brings together two of the key concepts we’ve already addressed: mean scores and the distribution of scores. It’s a picture—specifically, a graph of a curve—that represents these two data concepts. Let’s take a look . . .



 

Key Concept 5: The Normal Curve 

←Lower Scores Average Higher Scores→ 
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Presentation Notes
In this picture, we see a normal curve. The normal curve represents how people’s scores in a particular domain—such as language, literacy, or mathematics—are distributed around an average. Imagine that you collected scores from a very large group of people in a particular area, like vocabulary or mathematics. As it turns out, whenever you have a very large group of people, the majority of the people will have a similar skill level—they will score close to the average. In this picture of the normal curve, the line down the middle represents the average score. The hump in the curve around that line shows us that most people’s scores fall near the average; it’s as if you put a piece of sand on a pile for each person who scores near the average, eventually creating a hill. When very large groups of children—more children than are contained in a single program or center—take assessments, they will show the same pattern. Most children will score near the average, with fewer children receiving very high or very low scores.



 

  

The Normal Curve, cont. 
Standard Deviation: -2 -1 0 1 2  

←Lower Scores Average Higher Scores→  
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Presentation Notes
We’ve already spent some time discussing distributions of scores. For the normal curve, the shape gives us a sense of how scores are distributed in very large groups. The ends of the curve sit below the middle, for example, because fewer people score farther away from the average—either higher or lower—than at the average. The distribution—the distance from the average—is typically measured using a metric called the standard deviation. Let’s take a moment to think about those two words separately. First, “standard.” The word “standard” indicates that this is a metric that works for many different kind of assessments. For almost any assessment, the distribution can be described using this standard metric. What about the word “deviation?” Deviate simply means to be apart from something or to move away from. The “standard deviation,” then, is concerned with how far away from the average certain scores sit. A large group of people make up the hill in the curve—they score between the -1 and the 1 that you see across the top of the curve, or between one standard deviation below the mean (-1) and one standard deviation above the mean (1). In fact, in a normal distribution, exactly 68 percent of people score between these numbers. You can think of this as a kind of law of nature. Though it is not exactly clear why, this is the case for many, though not all, characteristics.Let’s consider an example. Think about all of the women that you know, and consider how tall they are. You probably know some very tall women and some very short women. But most of the people you know you might describe as being of “average” height. The tallest and shortest women you know are probably quite memorable, because they differ from the average—in other words, what you’re used to looking at. As an educator, you’re always aiming to help children learn and develop. It’s important to keep in mind that there will always be a distribution of children’s scores around a mean, with some children above and some children below. 



Children’s Expected Performance 
z Norm-referenced, standard scores – Special scoring 

systems that can be used to compare the 
performance of children in your classroom to similar 
groups of children across the United States 

– Norming sample – A (large) group of children with 
certain characteristics whose test performance is
used to develop special scoring systems 

– Norms – A summary of the average score and 
distribution of scores of children in a norming
sample 
� How we expect children with particular

characteristics to perform 
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Some of the assessments you use have special scoring systems that allow you to compare how the children in your classroom do with the performance of children from across the United States or in other representative samples the assessment publisher may have used. These scores are called norm-referenced, standard scores. Let’s talk a little bit about how these scoring systems are put together. They always go back to this concept of the normal curve.As we’ve already discussed, scores will follow the pattern of the normal curve whenever you have lots of people taking a particular test or assessment (many more than you have in one Head Start program or center). To create these special scoring systems, developers administer the test to 1,000 or more children that are similar in age, grade, and other characteristics to the children that they expect to be taking the assessment in classrooms around the country. This group is called a norming sample. For example, a developer may be creating a mathematics assessment for children who come from Spanish-speaking homes who are between the ages of 3 and 5. The norming sample should include children with the same language background and of the same age. If a test developer wants a scoring system that will allow you to compare the performance of children in your classroom to all children in the United States, then the norming sample needs to be nationally representative. A norming sample is considered nationally representative if the characteristics of the children in the sample, such as family income or race and ethnicity, match the characteristics of all children in the United States. The test developer will then use the performance of these children to develop something called norms. Norms summarize the average and distribution of scores for a particular group of children. These norms represent how we expect children with these characteristics to perform. When you or the children in your classroom have completed an assessment that has been normed, the scores can be translated into norm-referenced, standard scores. These scores can be used to compare the development of children in your classroom to the “average” performance of a larger group of children with similar characteristics from around the country. Remember—if the norming sample was nationally representative, you can compare your scores to national scores. The manual that comes with your assessment will tell you what kind of comparisons you can make. 



The Normal Curve, Cont. 
Standard Deviation -1 0 1    

68% 
16% 16% 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Sometimes, when assessments have this type of score, the national average (or mean) is set at 100 points and the standard deviation is set at 15 points. So what does a standard score of 100 mean? It means average. It does NOT mean perfect!What does a standard deviation of 15 points mean? It means that children who score 15 points below the mean of 100—a score of 85 points—score 1 standard deviation below the mean. Children who score 15 points above the mean of 100—a score of 115 points—score 1 standard deviation above the mean. The hill that contains 68% of the children’s scores fall between 85 and 115 points. Thus, 16 percent of children score lower than 85 and 16 percent of children score higher than 115 points. 



National Comparisons 
Head Start Average National Average 

National Average = 100 points 

1 Standard Deviation = 15 points 

The purple Head Start 
curve crosses the 
national average, 
showing that 25% of 
Head Start children score 
above the national 
average. 

Standardized Scores: 85 to 92 100 
Source: FACES 

Standard Deviation: -1 to -1/2 0 2003 data, ACF 2006 
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In this picture, we show you how children in Head Start tend to perform compared to national norms. We’ve drawn two separate normal curves, one to represent a national sample of children (the blue curve) and one to represent children in Head Start (the purple curve). Remember that national norming samples include children with backgrounds similar to children in Head Start, but they also include children from families with higher incomes and more advantages. In assessments of vocabulary, literacy, and mathematics ability, children in Head Start, on average, tend to score between one-half of a standard deviation and one full standard deviation below the national average; or between 85 and 92 points (note: results are drawn from the FACES 2003 cohort, ACF 2006). However, notice where the purple curve crosses the line representing the national average. This shows us that the top 25% of children in Head Start score at or above the national average. Thus, while the majority of Head Start children score below the average performance of children across all income levels, nationally, some Head Start children perform at higher levels than average. 



Using Standard Scores 

z Is my assessment standardized? 
– Check the manual that came with your materials 
– The LAP is a standardized tool commonly used in 

Head Start. 

z Each standardized assessment sets norms on a 
different sample of children (i.e., each has its own
norming sample with particular characteristics). 
– Check your manual to make sure you know what

comparison you are making and if it is
appropriate! 
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Presentation Notes
As a check on the progress of children in your program, you can compare their scores to norms whenever you use an assessment that has been standardized (in other words, it has standard scores based on a normative sample). First, you must ask…[READ SLIDE]You only want to compare scores for children in your program to norms if those norms come from a norming sample that is nationally representative or that has similar characteristics to the children in your program. Although most early childhood assessments use a mean of 100 and a standard deviation of 15 for the standard scores, sometimes assessments use 50 as the mean with a standard deviation of 10. Sometimes they use 500 with a standard deviation of 100. For subscales within a larger assessment, sometimes a mean of 10 is used. Again, be sure to check the manual for the assessment that you are using. 



Translating Raw Scores into 
Standard Scores 

z Raw: The score you calculate based on responses 

z Standard: The score you pick from a table in the manual. 
Information you sometimes need includes: 
– The raw score (always needed) 
– Child age/birth date 
– Child gender (especially for social-emotional 

assessments) 
– Who reported the information (teacher, parent, direct 

assessment of child) 

z Technical assistance providers can provide help in
determining standard scores or can train education 
coordinators to do so. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
When you complete a standardized assessment, you have to go through a few steps to determine the standard score. The first score you actually calculate once the assessment is complete is called a raw score. This is based only on the actual responses of the person who reported the information. Usually, you find your standard score in a table in your manual. You need a few pieces of information to find the correct score. [READ SLIDE]



Key Lessons from the Normal Curve 

z Through the principles of the normal curve, scores 
on some assessments can be translated to 
“standard scores” for comparisons to norms. 

z In large groups of children, most (68 percent) will
score near the average (between 1 standard 
deviation below and 1 above the average/mean). 

z On average, children in Head Start score ½ to 1 
standard deviation below norms in language, 
literacy, and mathematics. 
– Some Head Start children score above the norms. 
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Presentation Notes
We’ve now spent some time covering a very complex topic—the normal curve. What are the key lessons that we should take away? [READ SLIDE]We are now ready to move to our final key concept: growth over time.



Key Concept 6: Growth Over Time 

z Where are children’s scores relative to: 
– Their own scores earlier in the year? 
– Other children in Head Start or norms at 

different points in the year? 

z Do different subgroups show different
patterns of growth? 
– Dual language learners 
– Children with special education needs 
– Younger children 
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Presentation Notes
In essence, this concept is very simple. It captures that we want to see positive changes in children’s development over the course of the Head Start year. Simple as it is, it is at the heart of what we’re trying to do in Head Start: improve children’s development beyond what it would be without our programs. When we look at averages or other measures of how children are doing in the classroom and how those change over time, there are some important questions that we need to keep in mind.[READ SLIDE]When looking at outcomes from standardized assessments for younger children, there is something to keep in mind. Standardized assessments of cognitive skills like language, literacy, and mathematics often require a minimum number of correct items to be scored; the youngest children may not meet the minimum in the fall, which may make it difficult to assess their growth on that measure.Let’s try to keep the questions on the slide in mind as we start thinking about the way that growth can happen in our programs.



Identifying Progress Over Time 

z Depends on the type of assessment used. 
– Norm-referenced – Compare child’s 

performance to other children 
�Due to norming, standard scores only go 

up if children’s progress exceeds what 
would be expected from just getting older. 

– Criterion referenced – Compare children’s 
performance to pre-defined standard or 
criteria. 
� Progress is made as standards are met. 
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As you prepare to review the assessment data you have gathered, you need a way to determine whether or not adequate progress has been made. The specific method that you use depends on the type of assessment you have. Following our discussion of the normal curve, we spent some time talking about norm-referenced scores, one type of standardized scores. Norm-referenced scores compare a child’s performance to that of other children in the United States. Depending on the assessment, those comparisons may be to all children in the United States (“nationally representative”) or some other group of children. Again, your assessment manual will let you know. This “norming” process that we talked about accounts for the natural progress that children are expected to make as they age. If children are learning at the same rate as the typical child, their standard scores stay the same (even though they are developing). If they make more progress than what was expected from the typical child, their standard scores go up. So if you are using norm-referenced, standard scores, children’s scores will only go up if they make more progress than what was expected from simply getting older. It is important to know national average scores or Head Start average scores, because those scores provide a benchmark, or indicator, for how your children are doing relative to other groups of children of their age. But not all of the assessments that you give are designed to have norms. Some programs do not use standardized assessments. Another type of assessment is criterion-referenced. Think for a moment about the word “criterion.” “Criterion” means standard or benchmark. In this type of assessment, children’s performance is compared to a pre-defined standard or benchmark, some sort of goal. As scores go up, children are either closer to meeting or actually meet the criterion. This score does NOT compare their performance with other children as in the case of norm-referenced scores. 



Making Other Appropriate 
Comparisons 

z A developmental continuum is an outline of: 
– Expected developmental accomplishments 
– The age most children should reach them 

z Example: Literacy - Most children can identify 
words printed in their environment by the time they
are 3-4 years old 
– Christopher identifies printed words at age 3: In

line with expectations for his age 
– Megan is not noticing printed words at age 4 ½:

A potential area for concern 
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 Finally, many of the assessments that we do require us to identify on our own the milestones or benchmarks that children should be meeting. For this task, we can turn to a developmental continuum. [READ SLIDE]If we have milestones in mind, we can draw conclusions about which children are making progress and which children may need a little more support in a particular area.



Identifying a Developmental 
Continuum 

z In your curriculum or with your assessment
tool 

z In a text on child development 

z See Resources in “Learning From 
Assessment” toolkit 
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Some places to look for information about when children in the United States achieve certain milestones include . . .[READ SLIDE]



Compare Fall Scores in Two 
Programs 
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Now that we’ve spent some time talking about how to determine whether adequate progress has been made, let’s walk through an example where we think about children’s growth. In this case, we’ll focus on using scores from norm-referenced, standardized assessments. Let’s begin by looking at fall scores in two different programs. In this slide, we see average scores in the fall for two Head Start programs in vocabulary, literacy, and math (again, we are using program-level, but you could also use center- or classroom-level information). If you look across the bottom of the graph, you can see that each set of bars shows us scores in one of these areas. As the graph legend shows us, each program is represented by a bar of a different color. Program 1 is represented by the light purple bar and Program 2 is represented by the light green bar. If you compare the height of the bar to the numbers along the left-hand side of the graph, you will find how children in each program scored on average. Notice the red line across the top of the graph. This line, which sits at a height of 10 points according to the numbers on the left-hand side of the graph, represents the national average. Because we are comparing to a national average, this tells us that we are using norm-referenced, standard scores. In both Program 1 and Program 2, children score below the national average in all three areas. In other words, children are scoring below the peak of the hill in the normal curve. But children in Program 2 score closer to the national average in all three areas. Now let’s look at growth in each program between the fall and the winter. 



Compare Growth from Fall to Winter, 
Program 1 

Children make large gains from the fall to the winter but still score 
below the national average in the winter. 
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In program 1, we see that children score below average in all three areas in both the fall and winter.However, they seem to make sizable gains between the fall and winter that are larger than what would be expected (Remember: these are norm-referenced scores that account for the growth that children are expected to make as they age; they only go up if children improve beyond what we would expect.). 



Compare Growth from Fall to Winter, 
Program 2 

Children make small gains between the fall and winter but score at 
or above the national average in the winter in all areas. 
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In Program 2, children score below the national average in all areas in the fall, but they score at or above the national average in the winter. Now let’s look at gains in the two programs side-by-side. 



Comparing Gains in Different 
Programs 

How would you help think about improving outcomes in each 
program? 
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In this graph, the first set of bars shows how each of the programs scored in vocabulary in the fall and winter, the second set shows performance in literacy, and the third set shows performance in mathematics. For each outcome area, the light and dark purple bars shows us how scores changed in Program 1 from the fall to the winter; the light and dark green bars show us how scores changed in Program 2. In Program 1—the light and dark purple bars—even though scores are still below the national average in the winter in all three areas, scores have improved quite a bit since the fall and gains are larger than expected. In Program 2—the light and dark green bars—children score at or above the national average/norms in all three areas by the winter. While they have made smaller gains than in Program 1, the children’s average growth is still greater than expected. How would you help each of these programs think about the gains their children have made over the first half of the year and how to further support their development through classroom-based or other services? [*Note to presenter: If time allows, give participants a few moments to discuss next steps for each program. It might be useful to point out that when average scores move closer to or above the mean, it can become harder and harder to make larger than expected gains.]For example, the children in Program 2 will need more challenging material in order to continue to make gains that are greater than expected. The children in Program 1 are now ready for a higher level of challenge, similar to the level that Program 2 provided initially.



Objectives, Revisited 

9 Understand key assessment concepts 
9 Data 
9 Data quality 
9 Mean scores 
9 Distribution of scores 
9 Normal curve 
9 Growth over time 

9 Feel empowered to communicate about 
your program 
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Finally, I’d like to take a moment to review what we’ve discussed today. We’ve covered a remarkable amount of complex of information that we hope will serve you well as you enact your leadership role in assessment. We focused on understanding data, data quality, mean scores, distribution of scores, the normal curve, and growth over time. Taken together, all of this information is intended to make you feel you’re ready to make the best decisions for the children in your programs and to feel empowered to communicate about your program. This includes conducting the critical task of educating policymakers and others about the exciting things happening in your program, including children’s outcomes. Policymakers, researchers, and others use the key terms we discussed today. By communicating about your program using these terms, you’ll have a stronger voice in shaping discussions focused on the priorities of your program and in drawing necessary resources to your program. As we stated at the start, as a Head Start manager, your job is challenging, complex, and rewarding. You’re faced with making decisions each day that shape the development of the children in your program. Not only that, you work in a context where other people that care deeply about your program—policymakers, federal staff, and others—make decisions about the resources and priorities for your program. In this challenging position, you need all of the resources you can gather, including the best information. We hope we’ve given you some of that today, and that it serves you well in meeting the needs of all of the children in your programs... 




	But What Does It All Mean?�Key Concepts for Getting the Most Out of Your Assessments
	Why Do We Assess?
	Slide Number 3
	Objectives
	Additional Resources
	Key Concept 1: Data
	Key Concept 2: Data Quality
	Data Quality: Validity
	Data Quality: Reliability
	Data Quality: Using the Right Tools
	Tips for Assuring Data Quality
	Key Concept 3: Averages
	Using Average Scores
	Averages at Higher Levels
	Key Concept 4: �Distribution of Scores
	Picturing the Distribution
	Key Concept 5: The Normal Curve
	The Normal Curve, cont.
	Children’s Expected Performance
	The Normal Curve, Cont.
	National Comparisons
	�Using Standard Scores
	�Translating Raw Scores into �Standard Scores
	Key Lessons from the Normal Curve
	Key Concept 6: Growth Over Time
	Identifying Progress Over Time
	�Making Other Appropriate Comparisons
	Identifying a Developmental Continuum
	Compare Fall Scores in Two Programs 
	�Compare Growth from Fall to Winter, Program 1 
	Compare Growth from Fall to Winter, Program 2
	�Comparing Gains in Different Programs
	Objectives, Revisited
	Slide Number 34

